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THOMAS R. MARTIN

SULLA IMPERATOR ITERUM,
THE SAMNITES AND ROMAN REPUBLICAN COIN PROPAGANDA

Plate 1

Introduction

A large number of inscriptions surviving from the late Roman Republic testify to
the abiding interest that public figures of the time had in publicizing themselves. By
proclaiming their own achievements and those of their families in inscribed texts,
displayed as conspicuously as possible, Romans with ambitions could create the kind of
personal publicity which apparently helped to advance their status and careers. The
most conspicuous publicity was generated by inscriptions placed on public
monuments; the most widely circulated publicity, however, was generated by the inscriptions

and small relief sculptures which appeared on coins. Since people at all levels of
society handled coins in their everyday lives, they were constantly exposed to the

messages that coins could be made to bear.
Not only did their mobility make coins suitable as instruments of publicity, but

coins also offered the possibility of a frequent change in the message they bore. Both
the officials regularly in charge of issuing coinage for the state (the board of moneyers,
tresviri monetales), as well as the other magistrates who also from time to time oversaw
the minting of coins in the late Republic, decided on their own initiative what designs
the coins would carry. This freedom of decision meant that these men could employ
the inscriptions and relief sculptures which together made up the types on the coins to

carry publicity of their own devising. The annual change in the membership of the
board of moneyers, to say nothing of the irregular intervention of other monetary
magistrates, created nearly constant opportunities for changes in Republican coin

types, reflecting the choices of the new officials in charge of coin production1.
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' For a discussion of the moneyers, other monetary magistrates and their freedom of choice in
relation to types, see Crawford, RRC, 598-604, 620, 712, and 726.
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These characteristics made coinage a unique instrument of publicity in the Roman
Republic. For this reason it makes sense to continue to use the traditional phrase «coin

propaganda» to designate the messages conveyed by the types of Roman Republican
coinage, although it is anyone's guess how effectively this mode of communication
actually functioned2. In this respect the study of Roman Republican coin propaganda
resembles the study of propaganda in other forms and at other times. That is, it is

easier to puzzle out what propagandistic message the originating authority was trying
to send than to grasp exactly what the members of the intended audience made of the

message, or how much serious attention they devoted to the official publicity directed
at them. In the analysis of Roman Republican coin propaganda, therefore, we can
hope to gain insights into the pretensions and the programs of the disseminators of the

propaganda.

Published some thirty years ago, Andreas Alföldi's article on coin propaganda
under the Roman Republic still offers an excellent starting point for the consideration
of the subject3. In his wide-ranging survey Alföldi divided the history of the development

of the types of Republican coinage into stages corresponding to the general
trends in the history of the Republic itself:

The historical transformation of the structure of the Roman state, as reflected by the

unceasing change of the character of the coin-types, has, roughly, three stages,
which approximately correspond to the three centuries of the later Roman
Republic. In the third century B.C. the coin-pictures announce aims and ideas
concerning all the Romans and their state... In the second century the aspirations of
the ruling class begin to overshadow the manifestations of the state and to supplant
them by the continually growing references to their own clans... At the beginning
of the first century the symbols of the state to a great extent disappear. The era of
the great oligarchies gives place to that of the powerful individuals who occupy first
the reverse and then the obverse of the coins, gaining ground continually until the
final success about the middle of the first century".

Alföldi's scheme yields a clear picture of the general lines of the development of
Republican coin types. For about a century and a half after the introduction of coined

2 For strong doubts about the effectiveness of ancient coin propaganda, see A. H.M.Jones,
Numismatics and History, in: The Roman Economy, ed. P.A. Brunt (Oxford 1974), 61-81; Crawford,

RRC, 726; idem, Roman Imperial coin types and the formation ofpublic opinion, in: Studies
in Numismatic Method presented to Philip Grierson (Cambridge 1983), 47-64. For more optimistic

views about the efficaciousness of Roman coin propaganda, see C. H. V. Sutherland, The
purpose of Roman Imperial coin types, RN 1983, 73-82; N. Hannestad, Roman Art and Imperial
Policy (Aarhus, Denmark, 1986, Jutland Archaeological Society, vol. 19), 11-12 with the bibliography

cited in his note 8; C. T. H. R. Ehrhardt, Roman coin types and the Roman public, JNG 34,
1984, 41-54.

3 A. Alföldi, The main aspects of political propaganda on the coinage of the Roman Republic,
in: Essays in Roman Coinage presented to Harold Mattingly (Oxford 1956, hereafter cited as

"Main Aspects"), 63-95.
4 Alföldi, Main Aspects, 65.
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